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Assistant District Attorney Kaj Cordozo's life is thrown upside down when two masked men attempt to kidnap his son, Elijah. Given the high-profile case Kaj is working on, he's not about to take any more risks.


When Val Sorensen of Burke Broussard Private Investigation Agency is assigned as Elijah's bodyguard, she realises she also has a very personal connection to the gang thought to be behind the attempted kidnap – a run in with Sixth Day cost her brother his life.


As Kaj and Val work together to prevent a second kidnap attempt, they uncover a trail of violence and deception leading back to brothers Aaron and Corey Gates. Aaron is in prison, but Corey is dangerous, at large and about to threaten everything Kaj holds dear.


Will the revelation of involvement from the other Gates brothers lead to answers, or by placing their trust in them will Kaj and Val be putting themselves in even more danger?
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PROLOGUE


Mid-City, New Orleans, Louisiana


MONDAY, OCTOBER 24, 6:45 P.M.


‘WHY ARE WE here again?’ Jace asked Rick, nervously checking traffic as he drove down a quiet street in a suburb he’d never been to before. Most of the buildings were small businesses that had already closed for the day. A few people walked the streets, most seeming to have been shopping at the corner store, which, other than a laundromat, was the only place still open. It didn’t feel dangerous, though. The streets were well lit and no one looked nervous walking around. ‘Rick?’ he prodded when Rick didn’t answer.


Rick should have been behind the wheel, but he’d shoved the keys to their brother Corey’s van into Jace’s hand, telling him to shut up and drive. Jace knew how to drive, but he didn’t have a license because he was only fifteen. All he needed was to get stopped by a cop. He would have his license in six months, but he didn’t think a cop would accept that excuse.


Plus, the cops weren’t too happy with the Gates family right now. Jace couldn’t say that he blamed them. What his oldest brother Aaron had done . . .


Jace might have believed it of his brother Corey, because Corey beat the shit out of Jace and his other brother Rick on the regular. But he wouldn’t have thought Aaron capable of beating a man to death.


Except Jace had watched the video with his own eyes. Several times, because he hadn’t been able to believe what he’d seen at first. Aaron had beaten that doctor to death with his fists.


Jace understood Aaron’s grief. They’d all loved Aaron’s little boy, Liam. The doctor hadn’t cured Liam of his leukemia and the little boy had finally died.


But Jace didn’t understand Aaron’s rage. A week later, he was still in shock.


‘Rick?’ Jace asked again, because Rick still hadn’t answered. ‘Why are we here?’


Of his three brothers, Jace was closest to Rick. They were less than a year apart, and Rick took care of him. Had always taken care of him, ever since their mother had died.


Sure, Aaron and Corey had been made their legal guardians because they were a lot older—both in their early thirties—but it was Rick who’d looked out for Jace. They lived with Corey, but it was Rick who’d fixed his breakfast, made his lunch. Bandaged his skinned knees and tucked him into bed at night when he’d still been young enough. Rick had even done his homework because Jace couldn’t do it on his own.


Aaron’s arrest had hit Rick the hardest, Jace thought. Corey was furious with their oldest brother, but Rick had been devastated.


‘We’re picking something up for Aaron,’ Rick said.


‘What?’ Jace insisted.


‘Slow down,’ Rick ordered, pointing to the sidewalk. ‘See that woman there?’


Tapping the brake, Jace squinted at the woman who was about fifty feet ahead of them. ‘The pregnant one?’ Because, wow, the woman was really pregnant.


‘Yeah, her. Didn’t you read Corey’s email? Oh right,’ Rick said sarcastically. He’d been sarcastic a lot lately. Mean, even. And more jittery than usual. But they were all stressed out. ‘You can’t, because you’re so stupid you can’t even read.’


Jace winced. It wasn’t like the words were lies. He was stupid and he couldn’t read. Corey told him that every day. But the words hurt a lot more coming from Rick.


‘Sorry,’ he mumbled.


Rick huffed. ‘Whatever. Just . . . do what I say, okay?’


Jace hunched in on himself, feeling small even though he was bigger than Rick. At six-one, he was only a few inches shorter than Corey, but it didn’t matter. He couldn’t read and could barely write his own name. It sucked to be the stupid one in the family. ‘Okay. Can you tell me what we’re picking up for Aaron?’


Rick pointed at the pregnant lady. ‘Him.’


Jace frowned. There was a little boy walking next to the pregnant lady. He looked like he was only eight or nine years old. ‘Why?’


‘Because he can get Aaron out of jail,’ Rick spat. ‘He’s currency.’


Jace blinked, confused. ‘What?’


‘Currency,’ Rick repeated. ‘That fucking no-name public defender Aaron got can’t help him, so we need to do something. We need Aaron back. We need him.’ Jace was struck by the desperation in his brother’s tone. ‘We can’t—’ Rick cut himself off, shaking his head hard. ‘Somebody needs to do something. You’re either with me or you’re against me.’


Jace was still back on ‘currency.’ ‘What are you talking—’


‘Shut up and listen. If you don’t want to do this, then back the fuck out right now,’ Rick snapped. ‘I need to be able to depend on you.’


‘You can,’ Jace said, hating his own desperation. ‘But—’


‘Shut up,’ Rick hissed. He shoved something black and soft into Jace’s hand.


Jace stared at it. A ski mask, just like the one Rick was pulling over his own head.


‘Put it on,’ Rick ordered. ‘Now.’


And then Rick pulled a gun from the waistband of his jeans.


Jace gaped. ‘What the fuck?’


‘Stop the van.’ Wild-eyed, Rick grabbed at Jace’s arm, making him jerk the steering wheel to one side, and the van veered into the curb. ‘Put it on if you don’t want to live in prison with Aaron. I mean it, Jace. Now.’


Stunned into obedience, Jace pulled the ski mask over his head as Rick yanked the passenger-side door open and jumped out of the van. The kid on the sidewalk stopped abruptly, turning to look up at the pregnant woman. She looked around with a frown.


Don’t hurt her. She’s pregnant. Please don’t hurt her.


Dazed, Jace watched as Rick, still holding the gun in one hand, ran up to the pair and grabbed the boy, shoving him under his arm like a football. He’d made it two steps when everything went to shit.


Rick screamed and dropped to the ground a second before a siren began to wail.


Jace looked around, trying to figure out what had happened. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I have to get out of here. Drive. Leave him.


But Jace couldn’t do that. Rick was his brother.


He’d leave you in a heartbeat.


True. But if Jace left Rick and the cops picked him up, two of his brothers would be behind bars. And Corey would be even madder.


Jace couldn’t make Corey even madder. He just couldn’t.


Making his decision, he burst from the driver’s seat and rounded the van. By the time he got to the curb, the kid had rolled out from under Rick’s arm and was kneeling on the sidewalk, visibly trembling— and holding Rick’s ski mask in his small hand.


Shit. Rick’s face was out there, for all the world to see. Corey’s going to kill us.


‘Run, Elijah, run!’ the woman shouted. She grabbed at the boy’s shoulder, yanking him to his feet, and Jace glimpsed the weapon in her hand.


A stun gun. She’d tased Rick.


The woman took off running faster than Jace thought a pregnant woman could run. ‘Elijah, come on!’ she screamed. But the boy was frozen in place, staring down at Rick.


Jace rushed to where Rick lay and the little boy slowly looked up at him, eyes wide. Looking every bit as shocked as Jace felt.


‘Elijah!’ the pregnant lady shouted from the doorway of the laundromat. The look of horror on her face made Jace think that she’d thought the little boy was behind her. She started to run back toward them but slipped and fell back into the laundromat with another scream.


Jace could grab the kid. He could do it.


But . . . he couldn’t do it. It’s wrong. Meeting the boy’s terrified eyes, he made another decision. ‘Run,’ he snapped. ‘I said run!’


It was when the kid finally started to run that Jace realized people were beginning to gather, to stare.


To take video. Things had just gone from bad to worse. Goddammit.


Rick was still on the ground, twitching and moaning. The smell of urine was thick. He was going to be so mad.


Don’t think about that. Just move.


Jace hauled his brother onto his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, grateful that Rick was the smaller of the two of them. Jace threw him in the van, closed the side door, and ran to the driver’s side, revving the engine as he made their escape. What have I done?


Rick was gonna be pissed off. Jace had let the kid go.


No, he’d made the kid go.


Corey was . . . Jace shuddered at what Corey was going to do to them. Don’t think about that. Just drive.
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The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 25, 9:00 A.M.


‘MORNING, JOY,’ val Sorensen singsonged. Their office manager was at her desk in the lobby of Broussard Investigations, frowning at her computer monitor. ‘Welcome back, Val,’ she said without looking up. ‘How was your assignment?’


‘Boring. Some CEO said that someone was threatening his wife, but he was just worried that she was getting some from the pool boy on the side and wanted a chaperone.’


Joy glanced up. ‘Was she getting some from the pool boy?’


‘Not my job to know,’ Val said, then laughed. ‘But yeah, she totally was.’ Waving the box she held, she was rewarded when Joy’s normally stoic expression became rapturous. Val gestured to the box like it was a game show prize. ‘See something you like?’


Joy’s lips twitched. ‘Depends. Does that box in your hands contain Marica’s cupcakes?’


Val smirked. Her pals MaryBeth and Jessica owned one of the best bakeries in the Quarter. ‘They were Marica’s, but then I paid for them, so now they’re mine.’ She put the box on Joy’s desk, centering it carefully on the blotter, because a crookedly placed anything was annoying as hell. ‘And now they’re yours. Happy birthday, Joy.’


Joy grinned. ‘You stood in that ridiculous line for me?’


‘I did indeed.’ She propped her hip on the corner of Joy’s desk. ‘I didn’t have to, because MaryBeth already had these set aside for me and told me to just come to the front of the line to pick them up. But the crowd looked unruly, so I decided it would be safer to wait.’


Besides, it was a beautiful fall morning and she’d wanted to breathe it in before getting stuck behind her desk all day. She loved her job at Broussard Investigations—except for the paperwork, and she had a ton of it waiting for her.


‘Well, thank you,’ Joy said. ‘Although you could have hip-checked anyone who gave you any shit, Miss Roller Derby Queen.’


Val rolled her eyes. ‘I don’t hip-check random strangers. Plus, there were a few old ladies in front of me who must have come from morning mass. They were clutching rosaries and didn’t look scared to use them.’


‘Such foolishness.’ Joy lifted the box’s lid, sniffed deeply, then sighed. ‘Chocolate.’


‘Of course. I’m not stupid.’


‘No, you’re not.’ Joy tilted her head in a speculative way that had Val sliding off the desk and taking a wary step back.


‘What?’


Joy smiled up at her. ‘Nothing.’ She took two of the cupcakes from the box and handed them to Val. ‘One for you and one for the child.’


Val frowned. ‘What child?’


The door to their boss’s office opened and Burke Broussard appeared. A big and brawny retired Marine, Burke was somewhere in his midforties. A very handsome man, he turned heads everywhere.


Just not mine.


Burke was perfect as a friend, but she’d never even considered anything more. He was . . . too big. Way too big. Val had to swallow back the memories of the others who’d been too big, all while keeping a smile plastered on her face.


Burke knew her history, and he’d never been anything but kind and respectful of her boundaries. She trusted him implicitly, and that was a big deal for her. She’d been lucky the day he’d asked her to join his team. Broussard Investigations was a tightly knit group, and everyone was protective of the others. They were as close to a family as one could get without blood ties, and Val found the love and comfort here that her own broken family could no longer provide.


‘Morning, Val,’ Burke rumbled in that deep Cajun drawl of his. ‘You have a new client. Bring a cupcake for him.’


Okaaaay. Holding the two cupcakes, Val walked to Burke’s office door, hearing the whir of Joy’s motorized wheelchair as the older woman followed her, unabashedly curious. A shiver of trepidation raced down Val’s spine.


A moment later, she knew why. Assistant District Attorney Jean-Pierre Cardozo was coming to his feet, having been seated in one of the chairs in front of Burke’s desk. She’d first met him at a party back in the summer. Burke and his staff had been celebrating with some clients after closing an all-hands-on-deck case when Cardozo had arrived, dressed in an expensive black suit that made him look like a Fortune 500 CEO.


He’d been charming as hell and impossible to ignore, despite her best efforts—that day and later. Unable to resist, she’d found herself googling him later that evening, learning surprisingly little personal information. Other than a few of the cases he’d tried up in the New York City courts, the man had no real internet presence, which took a lot of talent. Burke’s IT guy, Antoine, would surely have been able to dig up a lot more, but she’d been unwilling to ask. Unwilling to voice aloud that the man had fascinated her.


She knew only that he’d recently moved from New York and that his first name was spelled K-a-j but pronounced ‘Kai’, rhyming with ‘pie’. And she only knew those tidbits because she’d overheard Burke telling someone else in the firm.


After that day, she’d seen Cardozo twice. Once a couple weeks ago at another party at a friend’s restaurant, Le Petit Choux. He hadn’t stayed long, and she’d managed to avoid him. Their most recent crossing of paths had been in a courtroom the week before, a plea hearing for one of the criminals whose crimes Burke’s group had exposed. No words had been exchanged between them either time, but Val had noticed the man’s every movement.


He moved so very nicely. And he was a good guy, prosecuting bad guys, but that smile he’d worn . . . He could get her to trust that smile. Which meant he was dangerous.


He didn’t look anything like that now. He was as handsome as before, his dark brown hair neatly combed, his face freshly shaven. His khakis were unwrinkled, the sleeves of his casual button-up shirt rolled up, exposing tanned forearms. He even wore a tie printed with whimsical dinosaurs. But his expression appeared haggard, as if he hadn’t slept at all.


And his dark eyes were full of fear.


Val glanced to the corner of the room, revealing the source of his fear. A boy of about nine or ten sat at Burke’s little meeting table. His hair was white-blond, unlike Cardozo’s. But their faces were too much alike for them not to be related. Father and son, she thought.


She hadn’t realized that Cardozo had a child, and she didn’t want to think about why that disappointed her. It didn’t matter that the child had a mother, that Cardozo had a significant other. It didn’t matter because she was not interested in ADA Cardozo, first name ‘Kaj’ that rhymed with ‘pie.’


The child, however, had captured her attention. He clutched a tablet in his hands, staring down at it with a vacant look that Val recognized all too well.


She’d seen it in the mirror plenty of times.


He’d been traumatized. He didn’t look up, so Val turned back to his father.


‘Hey,’ Val said quietly, because the mood in the room was brittle. ‘It’s good to see you again, ADA Cardozo.’


The man’s throat worked as he swallowed. ‘Likewise. This is my son, Elijah. Elijah, this is Miss Sorensen.’


My new client? Val wondered. She looked at Burke, who inclined his head toward the boy, gesturing her to engage.


‘Hi, Elijah,’ she said, approaching the table. ‘I’m Val.’


The boy didn’t look up until Val put the cupcake in front of him. ‘Hi,’ he whispered.


It was one tiny word, but said with a determination that won her respect. She pointed at the cupcake. ‘That’s yours.’


‘And that one, too?’ Elijah asked, pointing at the cupcake still in her hand.


‘Pfft. No,’ she said, using her best duh tone. ‘This one is mine. You’re a greedy one, aren’t you?’ She smiled so that he would know she was teasing.


The boy’s lips quirked up before returning to a grim line. ‘Was worth a try.’


‘It’s always worth a try when cupcakes are on the line. Are you my new client?’


Elijah pushed Harry Potter-style glasses up on his nose. ‘I guess so.’


‘May I sit down?’ She waited until Elijah nodded before taking the seat beside him. From this vantage point she could see the boy’s face as well as that of his father.


Cardozo lowered himself back into his chair in front of Burke’s desk, his face still frozen in a rictus of fear.


Whatever had happened, it had been bad.


She peeled the wrapper from the cupcake she’d kept, watching as Elijah did the same.


He hummed his pleasure when he took the first bite.


‘Good, huh?’ Val said. ‘My bestie makes them fresh every morning.’


‘Really good,’ Elijah said, setting the rest of his treat aside. He gave his father a quick, sharp look across the room. ‘I’m saving the rest for later.’ His tone was dry but not unkind. ‘You can get your own cupcake.’


Cardozo’s chuckle sounded forced. ‘I’ll get right on that.’


Elijah shrugged sassily, but then his shoulders sagged as he sighed, his playfulness clearly feigned. ‘Ask your questions, Miss Sorensen. I figure you have some.’


‘Okay. Why are you here?’


‘My dad said I had to come. He didn’t have anyone to leave me with, and it wasn’t safe for me in school.’ There was a reluctance in his voice, and Val wasn’t sure if it was because he was here or because he wasn’t in school.


She wanted to ask where his mother was but held back. ‘Do you like school?’


Elijah’s expression became abruptly defiant. ‘I do. Is that a problem?’


‘Nope. I’m a teacher. I like kids who like school.’


‘I thought you were a bodyguard.’


‘Now, yeah. And an investigator sometimes, too, but I still do some teaching.’


Elijah’s defiance melted away. ‘What do you teach?’


‘Music. I teach kids at the community center. Piano, violin, flute, some guitar, and a little tambourine for those who don’t have success with the other instruments.’


‘That’s really nice,’ Elijah said with a small smile, then dropped his gaze to the cupcake. Silence followed, and Val waited patiently, keeping her attention on Elijah.


She had experience with traumatized kids and knew that he’d speak when he was ready.


Finally, he looked up, swallowing audibly. ‘Someone tried to kidnap me yesterday.’


Val drew a sharp breath, managing not to gasp. ‘That sucks.’


Elijah snorted, then looked surprised that he had. ‘It really did.’


‘Can you tell me what happened?’


‘It happened really fast. I was with my aunt, walking home after the math club competition at my school.’ He dropped his gaze again. ‘There were two men in a white minivan. Both had on ski masks. One got out and grabbed me, then started carrying me to the van.’


He stopped and looked up, his eyes now as fearful as his father’s.


‘That had to have been terrifying,’ Val murmured. ‘How did you get away?’


His lips curved again, this time with pride. ‘My aunt Genie carries a Taser.’


‘Excellent,’ Val said with a nod. ‘She hit the guy with the ski mask?’


‘Yep. And I have a noisemaker, one of those things that’s as loud as a siren. I pressed it right after she tased him.’


‘Good job.’ Val held out her fist, and Elijah bumped it.


‘The guy dropped to the ground after Aunt Genie tased him, and she yelled for me to run. But . . .’ He dropped his gaze to his hands once again. ‘I froze.’


The boy’s shame was palpable. That would not do.


‘It happens,’ she said quietly. ‘When you’re dropped into a situation you aren’t expecting or you haven’t been trained for, sometimes the brain can’t process.’ Elijah only huffed his disgust, presumably at himself. She decided to come back to the shame later. ‘You’re sitting here enjoying a cupcake, so I’m guessing that you got away.’


‘Yeah.’


‘And because you’re here with your dad, I’m guessing the masked guys got away and you’re still in danger. What happened after your aunt tased the bad guy?’


‘The driver got out of the van and started to come after me, but lots of people had started to gather around.’


Then the boy went quiet, his expression becoming puzzled.


‘Did the driver try to get you?’ Val asked.


‘No.’ And this seemed to be the source of his puzzlement. ‘He told me to run.’


Val blinked. ‘That’s . . . unexpected.’


‘I know, right?’


‘Then what did he do?’


‘He picked up the guy who got tased and threw him over his shoulder, put him in the van, and drove away.’


Val had so many questions, but she figured she’d be following up with Cardozo and Burke once this interview was completed. And she had no doubt that this was an interview. Cardozo wanted to see how she interacted with his child, and she didn’t blame him at all.


But first things first. She settled in her chair, giving Elijah an up-and-down visual exam. ‘Were you hurt?’


‘No, but Aunt Genie . . .’ He shuddered. ‘She’s really pregnant and her doctor put her on bed rest. She was crying and kept asking him if she’d lose the baby.’ His throat worked as he swallowed hard again. His eyes had gone glassy with unshed tears. ‘I couldn’t stand it if she lost the baby because of me,’ he finished in a whisper.


Val wouldn’t tell him that his aunt would be fine because she didn’t know that for sure, and she wouldn’t lie to him. ‘Feeling guilty sucks, too. Even when it’s not your fault. You know it’s not your fault, right?’


Elijah nodded miserably. ‘I get that. I do. But . . .’ He blinked and sent fat tears sliding down his cheeks. ‘She thought I was behind her and she ran. But I froze and she started to come back for me. Then she tripped and fell and . . .’


Oh, honey. She wanted to hug him, but she kept her hands folded on the table. ‘What did her doctor say?’ she asked, keeping her tone soft but firm.


He wiped his cheeks angrily. ‘That the baby was okay. That bed rest was just a precaution. That it wasn’t my fault.’


‘Then those are the facts. You’re entitled to however you feel, but the facts are that the baby is okay, and your aunt is resting. So . . . what do you want from me, Elijah?’


He glanced at his father, their eyes holding for another long moment. ‘My dad wants me to have a bodyguard. Mr. Broussard says he thinks you’d be the best for the job.’


Val smiled at the boy. ‘And what do you think?’


Elijah sized her up, his eyes sober behind his glasses. ‘How tall are you?’


‘Five-eleven in bare feet. Six-one with my boots on.’ She’d hated being tall when she was Elijah’s age, but now she liked the view from six feet up.


‘You look like you have muscles. And Mr. Broussard said you were in the Marines.’


‘I do have muscles, and I did serve.’ Although muscles weren’t always enough to keep one safe, she thought, then briskly swept the unwanted truth aside with a practiced mental swipe. ‘I’m also told that I’m decent with kids.’


‘I guess you’d have to be, to be a teacher. Do you have a gun?’


‘I do. But I’d prefer not to have to use it, because I’ve kept you safe and out of the grabby hands of people who want to hurt you.’


He snorted again. ‘Grabby hands?’


‘I call ’em like I see ’em, kid.’


He sobered. ‘Have you ever killed anyone?’


She looked him square in the eye. ‘I have. I don’t recommend it, but I don’t regret it, either. The few times I’ve had to, the people I was protecting remained safe and well because I did. Like I said, my preference is to avoid that kind of conflict, because it means I’ve kept you safe. What will my duties entail?’


Again, Elijah looked at his father before returning his gaze to Val. ‘Keeping me safe?’


‘Well, yeah. But will I be going to school with you? Will I need to cook for you, do your laundry, that kind of thing?’


‘I do my own laundry. But I can’t cook. Not really.’


She noted that Elijah hadn’t answered her question about school— and that his father had opened his mouth before abruptly closing it. There was disagreement there that she’d tackle later. ‘Luckily for you, I can cook. I’ve been taking lessons lately from another one of my friends who co-owns a restaurant here in the Quarter. My food’s not as good as hers, but we’ll be just fine.’ She tilted her head. ‘Do I pass muster?’


‘I might need help with my homework. Can you do math?’


This was another interview question, she was certain. A kid in the math club was unlikely to need help with his homework. ‘Yes. Before I was a bodyguard-slash-investigator-slash-part-time-music-teacher, I was a full-time middle school math teacher.’


He blinked. ‘Seriously?’


‘Seriously. I can take a test later, if you need proof. In fact, we can take the same test and see who wins. Loser buys cupcakes. And I won’t let you win, I promise.’


He regarded her steadily, then stuck out his hand. ‘You’re hired.’


She shook his hand, pleased that she’d won him over. Elijah Cardozo fired up all her protective instincts. But, of course, the boy’s father had the final say. ‘Thank you. Let me work out the details with your dad and then we’ll see where we go from there.’


His tense shoulders relaxed a fraction. ‘Thank you, Miss Sorensen.’


‘You’re welcome. And my friends call me Val.’


He nodded once. ‘Thank you, Val.’
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Thank you, Val.


Kaj Cardozo closed his eyes at his son’s sober gratitude, trying to control the fear that clawed at him from the inside out. Someone touched my son. Someone tried to take my son.


Val Sorensen came recommended by Burke Broussard, and Broussard Investigations had a stellar record for closing cases. They got justice for those who’d been long denied. They also specialized in personal protection, which was why he was here.


Kaj had seen Burke in action, had witnessed his dedication and integrity.


Burke Broussard hires capable people. Which includes Val Sorensen.


Kaj had been chanting those words in his mind ever since he’d made the call to Broussard the night before, asking for this appointment. Right after he’d left his pregnant sister’s home, trying not to hold his son too tightly.


Genie had been amazing, protecting Elijah, incapacitating his would-be attacker. His son was still here because Genie had saved him with her quick thinking. And her Taser.


If Genie hadn’t been so vigilant . . . Kaj drew a deep breath, determined not to have a panic attack where Elijah could see him. He couldn’t think that way. It wasn’t good for Elijah.


Nor for me.


‘Hey,’ Val said softly right next to his ear, and the scent of vanilla filled his head. ‘Breathe, Mr. Cardozo.’


Kaj’s eyes flew open, and he shuddered out a breath when he saw the woman take the seat beside him, sweeping her hair over one shoulder in a practiced way. He’d noticed her hair the first time he’d seen her at a party back in the summer. It was long and white-blond, nearly the same color as his had been as a child, the same as Elijah’s was now. She was smiling at him, sympathy in her blue eyes.


‘Elijah’s here,’ she murmured. ‘He’s here and he’s okay. Scared, but okay.’


‘And we’re going to keep it that way,’ Burke added.


Kaj scrubbed his palms over his face. ‘Okay. What’s next?’


‘That depends on you.’ Val glanced at Elijah, who sat watching them warily.


Kaj tried to smile, but his mouth wouldn’t curve. ‘You okay over there, kiddo?’


Elijah rolled his eyes, and that very genuine preteen gesture finally prodded a smile onto Kaj’s face. ‘I’m fine, Dad,’ he said, his tone dripping with condescension. ‘Are you?’


Yes, Kaj started to say, then shook his head. ‘Not really. But I will be.’


Elijah sobered. ‘I know.’


Kaj returned his gaze to Val Sorensen, who sat patiently waiting, carefully watching. ‘You’ve protected children in the past?’


Val nodded once. ‘Four times in the past three years.’ She pursed her lips, as if remembering. ‘All are safe today.’


But they hadn’t been. He could see it in her eyes. Something had happened to one of her charges.


‘What happened?’ Elijah called over. ‘Which time did you have to use your gun to keep a child safe from grabby hands?’


Val’s smile was rueful. ‘Why are you so smart, kid?’ she called back.


‘It’s my cross to bear,’ Elijah said dryly, and Kaj’s chest tightened. Heather used to say that. In that same dry tone. Damn, but he missed her.


Val coughed, hiding a laugh. ‘How old are you, Elijah? Twenty-five?’


‘Only ten,’ he said with a put-upon sigh.


She huffed. ‘I’m gonna need to see a birth certificate.’ She eyed Kaj. ‘You might as well have your son sitting here with us, Mr. Cardozo. We’re not hiding anything from him.’


Kaj sighed. ‘I know. He really is too smart for my own good. C’mon over, Elijah. This is all about you, so you might as well be involved.’


‘Which is what I told you when we got here,’ Elijah muttered, dragging his chair from the small conference table over to Burke’s desk. He dropped into the chair, crossing his arms. ‘Well? Grabby hands?’


Val glanced at Burke, who shrugged. ‘Okay,’ she said, her accent also New Orleans, Kaj noted, but not Cajun—and not very strong. It made him wonder how long she’d been in the city. ‘I was protecting a teenage girl and her brother, who was nine. I’m only telling you because it’s public record. It was covered by the media. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to share this.’


Elijah nodded very seriously. ‘I understand.’


‘Good. The girl’s father had been threatened because of an upcoming corporate merger. Lots of people were losing their jobs and tempers were high. His children had been specifically targeted in the threats, so he hired me. The nine-year-old did everything I asked, but the teenager . . . not so much. She didn’t think all the fuss was necessary and had a boyfriend.’ She looked at Elijah sadly. ‘She’s a smart young woman. She figured out how to disengage the alarm system and climbed out her window and shimmied down a tree to see her beau.’


‘But she’s still alive?’ Elijah asked, eyes wide.


‘Yes. But her boyfriend is not. I was able to shield her, but the boyfriend got caught in the line of fire. He . . .’ She sighed. ‘He’d been approached by one of the disgruntled employees to lure the young woman away from the house. He’d taken money to deliver her into the hands of those who would have harmed her to get back at her father. He was only seventeen.’


‘And you feel guilty,’ Elijah murmured.


My perceptive son. It was exactly what Kaj had been thinking because the emotion was clear on Val’s face.


‘I do. I would have saved him, too, but he ran back to the kidnappers, thinking they’d protect him, that they’d take him with them when they ran away. But he was a loose end and they killed him.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Elijah said quietly. ‘That it happened, and that I made you talk about it.’


‘You’re fine,’ she said firmly. ‘If I’d been nearly kidnapped yesterday, I’d want to know that my bodyguard had the experience to keep me safe, too. You have every right to ask questions. If I can’t answer them, I’ll tell you so. If I don’t know the answer, I’ll find out. If I can’t answer because I’m protecting someone else’s confidentiality, I’ll tell you that, too. Just like I’ll keep your circumstances confidential when we’re finished and you’re safe again.’


Elijah bowed his head. ‘Thank you.’


Val ran a hand over his son’s hair, her touch sweet, her expression fond. Which wasn’t a surprise. Elijah elicited that response in nearly everyone who met him. Except for the bastards who’d tried to kidnap him.


‘It’s my job, but you’re welcome,’ she said. ‘I need you to promise that you’ll follow any rules that I set. If you want to know why, then ask. If I have time to explain, I will. But don’t just disregard what I tell you to do. It could mean your life, Elijah.’ Her eyes softened. ‘I know that this isn’t fair, but it’s the way it is—for now anyway.’


Elijah looked up, determined. ‘I promise.’


‘Thank you.’ She turned to Kaj. ‘Do you know who was responsible?’


‘He does,’ Burke said, and there was something in his tone that had Val studying her boss. It was almost as if Burke were warning her.


Kaj would come back to that later. ‘Aaron Gates,’ he stated baldly.


Her brow furrowed in confusion. ‘He’s in jail. I’ve been out of town on a job, so I’m behind on the news, but I caught a clip. He murdered a doctor last week, right?’


‘Beat him to death with his bare hands,’ Elijah said grimly.


Val shot Elijah a surprised look, then shot Kaj one of censure that he probably deserved. His son was too young to know the details of violent crimes, but Elijah found ways to enrich his knowledge despite Kaj’s best efforts to limit his online exposure.


‘You’re a kid,’ she said. ‘You shouldn’t know about stuff like this.’


Elijah shrugged. ‘I read the newspaper online. Every day. Knowledge is power.’


Another one of Heather’s favorite isms. She’d be so delighted with how their son was turning out. Of course, she’d also be kicking Kaj’s ass for putting their boy in danger in the first place. I’m sorry, Heather.


Burke cleared his throat, bringing them back on topic. ‘It was Aaron’s younger brother Rick who tried to grab Elijah last night.’


Val sucked in a breath, realization stark in her blue eyes. ‘He . . . Holy sh—crap.’ She stumbled over the barely missed swear word as she stared at Kaj. ‘They thought that kidnapping your son would get you to release Aaron Gates?’


‘That’s the theory.’ And Kaj liked to believe that he wouldn’t have even considered bowing to the kidnappers’ demands but knew that he would have. His son was everything.


‘How was Rick identified?’ she asked, running a comforting hand over Elijah’s back.


‘Rick’s sixteen,’ Burke said, ‘so he has a driver’s license. Elijah ID’d his DMV photo.’


‘Sixteen,’ she murmured then turned to Elijah with a frown. ‘Wait. You saw his face?’


‘I did.’ Elijah preened. ‘I ripped his mask off right before I got away.’


‘Whoa,’ Val said, clearly impressed. ‘On purpose?’


‘Yep. All the people recording on their phones got his face, too.’


‘Way to go, Elijah.’ She held out her fist for him to bump, giving him a wink when he did so. ‘What about the other guy, the one driving the van? The one who told you to run?’


Elijah’s face fell. ‘I didn’t see his face. I should have ripped off his mask, but . . . I ran.’


‘Hey.’ She tipped Elijah’s face up with a finger under his chin. ‘You did good. You gave the cops a place to start their investigation. Otherwise, they’d be spinnin’ their wheels, because I’m betting the van had stolen plates.’


‘True enough,’ Burke confirmed in a lazy drawl.


Val was still holding Elijah’s gaze. ‘And running away was the very smartest thing to do. If you have the choice, always run. There is nothing shameful in getting away from danger. Got it?’ There was a ferocity in her words that suggested personal experience. Kaj would come back to that later, as well.


Elijah nodded, and Kaj felt a burst of gratitude for Val. Elijah had been obsessing that he hadn’t done enough. ‘Got it.’


‘We don’t know who was driving the van—yet,’ Kaj said, giving his son a proud nod. ‘There are four Gates brothers. Aaron’s the oldest, and in jail. Corey’s thirty-one, two years younger than Aaron. He runs a construction business here in town. He was very cooperative with the NOPD when they wanted to search Aaron’s home and office after the murder. Seemed shocked that Aaron would melt down like he did. Corey probably wasn’t the driver because he’s a few inches too tall. Rick is sixteen, and Jace is just fifteen. We don’t know much about Jace, but he was too young to be driving the van.’


‘Legally, anyway,’ Burke said quietly.


‘True,’ Kaj conceded. ‘But there is another possibility.’


Burke stiffened and, seeing him, Val did the same. ‘Which is?’ she asked warily.


Kaj wanted to know what the hell the two of them knew, but he’d confront them in private. He wasn’t sure he wanted Elijah to know any more than he already did—which was way too much. ‘Have you heard of Sixth Day?’


If he hadn’t been watching Val’s face so closely, he’d have missed the infinitesimal flinch. That flinch might be bad or good, depending on why the name of the gang had affected her. This was what Burke had been warning her about. And I’ll definitely be following up.


‘Yes,’ she said evenly. ‘I have. They sold a lot of drugs, but they’re now defunct. Been so for about four years. Rico Nova, the old leader, was jailed for murder, and then the gang disintegrated. How is Aaron Gates connected to Sixth Day? I thought he was some kind of financial advisor.’


‘He was,’ Kaj said. ‘We found the connection when we were searching the home of the woman arrested with him.’


‘Sandra Springfield,’ Elijah broke in helpfully. ‘She was his personal assistant. She held Aaron’s coat while he killed the doctor. People watching said she was cheering him on.’


‘So she’s a nice person,’ Val said sarcastically.


‘She’s also Aaron’s girlfriend,’ Elijah added. ‘Even though Aaron already has a wife.’


Dear Lord. Kaj hadn’t realized Elijah knew that, too. He was going to have to totally block his son’s internet access.


‘Drama in a drug gang. Who’d have thunk it?’ she deadpanned. ‘What did you find when you were searching Sandra’s home?’


‘A thumb drive,’ Kaj said, ‘containing photos of Aaron with one of the known Sixth Day members—Dewey Talley.’


Again she flinched, and it was, once again, infinitesimal. ‘Rico Nova’s second-in-command.’


Kaj nodded, still watching her. ‘I understand that most people dealt with Talley for day-to-day operations. Nova was a fairly silent partner.’


Her jaw tightened. ‘Most people didn’t know Rico Nova’s name until he was arrested for murder.’


Kaj noted her tension. It was very well covered, but it was there. ‘Everyone said that Talley went under after Sixth Day fell apart. Nobody’s seen him for almost four years.’


‘Maybe he’s dead,’ she said, her tone flat and grim.


Kaj sighed. ‘If he is, it’s a real recent thing.’ He handed his phone to Val, one of Sandra Springfield’s photos they’d found on his screen.


She went perfectly still, her gaze locked on the off-center photo of Aaron Gates and Dewey Talley laughing. Her mouth tightened and she exhaled silently. ‘He looks different. Older. A lot more than four years older.’ She glanced at Kaj. ‘The beard, the shaggy hair, and the ratty clothes are new. He used to be clean-shaven and well-dressed. I wouldn’t recognize him if I passed him on the street, which I suppose has helped him hide for the past four years. How do you know this is recent?’


‘That’s Aaron Gates’s living room,’ Kaj told her. ‘The movie on the TV was only released a few months ago. In all the photos, they appeared to be friends.’


She handed him his phone. ‘Is Talley still dealing?’


‘I checked with an old friend from my days in Narcotics,’ Burke said quietly. Almost warily. ‘Talley is rumored to still be the go-to guy for high-quality meth, heroin, and any pill a user could want. He’s just become smarter about not getting caught. His client list—again, this is rumor—is high-society types. Businessmen, trophy wives, that kind of thing. Aaron might not be part of Sixth Day, but he is some-how involved with Talley.’


‘That makes sense,’ she agreed begrudgingly. ‘The fact that Aaron’s girlfriend hid those photos indicates that they’re somehow important. My guess would be blackmail or some kind of insurance. Photos like that generally are. But that doesn’t necessarily mean Talley was involved in last night’s abduction attempt.’


‘Rick dropped a gun at the scene last night,’ Kaj said, and his blood ran cold once again. Rick Gates had a gun in one hand and my son in the other. ‘Ballistics matched it to a gun used to murder a low-level dealer last year.’


Val opened her mouth to say something, but Burke silenced her with a look. ‘Talley’s body type matches last night’s driver—who had a dragon tattoo on his right upper arm.’


‘Like Talley’s.’ Val seemed to deflate before squaring her shoulders. ‘Y’all could have just led with that, y’know,’ she grumbled. ‘But it still doesn’t make sense. The driver told Elijah to run. That’s the opposite of what Dewey Talley would do.’


‘I agree,’ Burke said. ‘But for now, these are the two leads we have. A definitive identification of Rick Gates working with someone who has a tattoo like Dewey Talley’s, who is at least friendly with Aaron Gates. Let’s see where that takes us.’


She nodded once. ‘All right, then. Where is Rick Gates now?’


‘We don’t know,’ Kaj admitted. ‘He and the driver got away. NOPD is searching.’


‘What about their camp?’ she asked. ‘Sixth Day has a place out on the bayou. Or at least they did four years ago.’


Val Sorensen was very knowledgeable about Sixth Day. She’d known about Talley’s tattoo and the existence of their bayou camp, neither of which had been released to the press. Kaj knew because he’d pored over the Sixth Day files all night long to learn whatever he could. More than her knowledge, Val’s interest seemed personal. He needed to find out why before hiring her to protect his son.


Burke cleared his throat. ‘The land was private property and the owners back then claimed to have no knowledge of Sixth Day squatting. NOPD believes that they have another camp, and they’re looking for it, but so far, no dice.’


Her mouth turned down. ‘So Dewey Talley’s out there somewhere, maybe planning another attempt. Do you want me to take Elijah out of the city?’


‘No,’ Elijah said forcefully. ‘I won’t leave my dad or Aunt Genie.’


Val started to say something to Elijah, but Kaj lifted his hand. ‘Actually, Elijah can’t leave. Not easily, anyway. He’s undergoing treatment for juvenile diabetes. His doctor is here in New Orleans. If we can keep him safe at home, that would be our preference.’


Elijah’s lips trembled, and Kaj’s frozen, terrified heart cracked. His son’s life wasn’t in immediate danger from his disease, but Elijah hated the constant monitoring.


Val darted a glance back at the little table, her gaze focusing in on the cupcake missing just one bite. ‘You should have said something,’ she said quietly, and Kaj wasn’t sure who she meant to gently chastise— him or his son.


Elijah bristled. ‘I didn’t because I’m not stupid. I know what I can eat and what I can’t. I did the carb math in my head before I took a bite. Gave myself a unit of bolus insulin once you’d left to sit over here. I don’t need a needle. I can control my insulin pump with my phone.’


Val glanced at Kaj before turning her full attention on Elijah. ‘Okay,’ she said with a single nod. ‘I’ll do the research and you can help me plan our meals. What impact did the adrenaline from your scare yesterday have on your blood sugar?’


That she asked the question made Kaj relax a little. Despite being thrown off her game at the mention of Dewey Talley, this woman was a thinker and appeared to be a planner, which was exactly what they needed right now.


Elijah shrugged sullenly. ‘It spiked. I have a pump, and it did its thing. After a few hours it went back down. I’m not stupid.’


A simplistic explanation, because the spike had been frighteningly severe, made only worse by Elijah’s worry over Genie. The doctor had wanted to keep Elijah overnight to observe him, relenting when that made Elijah even more upset. But Kaj wouldn’t bruise his son’s ego in front of Val by pointing it out right now.


‘I can see that you’re not stupid, so you don’t need to keep saying that.’ She tilted her head, studying Elijah. ‘Who prepares your meals?’


‘My aunt does.’ Elijah flinched. ‘Did.’


‘She’s been your caregiver while your dad’s at work?’ Val asked carefully.


Kaj thought that she wanted to ask about Elijah’s mother but seemed hesitant. The woman could read a room. Another point in her favor.


‘Yes,’ Elijah said. ‘Since I was small.’ He lifted his chin defiantly, as if daring her to say that he was still small.


He was, of course. His mother had been petite as well, barely five feet tall in her socks.


I’m sorry, Heather. I’m sorry that I’ve put him in danger. I’m so sorry.


His wife couldn’t hear him, of course. But it helped to talk to her, even if it was only in his mind. It helped him feel not so alone.


He was so damned tired of feeling alone.


Val smiled down at Elijah. ‘Then, if Aunt Genie’s up to it, we’ll Skype with her to get some tips.’ She slid her arm around Elijah protectively. ‘We will keep him safe, Mr. Cardozo.’


Kaj exhaled, relieved when Elijah rested his head on the woman’s shoulder. They’d made a connection, and from everything Burke had told him, she’d protect Elijah with her life.


‘Burke, I’d like to see your contract for both investigative and bodyguard services.’


Val’s brows rose. ‘We’re investigating, too? The whole team?’


‘You are,’ Kaj answered. ‘I’ve asked Burke to put as many people as he can on this case. While I trust the NOPD to fully investigate, I’m taking no chances with Elijah’s safety.’


Which was a diplomatic way of saying that, after six months in his role, he still wasn’t sure who he could trust within the NOPD. He’d taken the job with the Orleans Parish DA’s office to help identify internal corruption, and he’d been successful so far. Unfortunately, he’d made a few enemies within the NOPD along the way.


He was not going to apologize for hiring a private firm to find out exactly who was behind the plot to abduct his son. He wasn’t worried about being able to afford Burke’s services. He didn’t earn a lot as a prosecutor, but he had the funds from Heather’s life insurance. He hadn’t touched a dime, planning to give it to Elijah someday for college. But Heather would approve of him using the money to protect their son. If it wasn’t enough to cover Burke’s bill, Kaj would sell everything he owned if it meant keeping Elijah safe.


So first, he’d review the contracts. But before he signed anything, he’d find out what the hell Val Sorensen knew about Dewey Talley and Sixth Day and why she knew it.









2


Downtown, New Orleans, Louisiana


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 25, 9:15 A.M.


‘ARE YOU READY?’ Ed asked, looking worried. ‘Do you need to go over it again?’


Corey gave himself a final look in his foyer mirror, smoothing his tie with a hand that did not tremble. He’d survived enemy sniper fire in Iraq. A dozen reporters were no threat.


‘I’m ready,’ he said. He’d spent most of the night on the phone with Ed and their other business partner, Bobby. Their heads had been far cooler than Corey’s after Jace had called him with the story of the failed abduction. Of a prosecutor’s son, no less.


Of the one prosecutor whose attention Corey sought most to avoid. This week was critical for him and Bobby and Ed. The success of their business depended on the job they were about to close. They couldn’t afford to be sucked into whatever hell Rick’s stupidity had brought down on their heads.


Corey had been convinced that Rick’s fuckup was a disaster for him as well, but Bobby was a former cop and knew how police investigations worked. Plus, Bobby still had eyes and ears in the department who slipped him information every now and then. Last night, one of his sources had come through for them, giving them the single piece of intelligence that would turn this debacle into the perfect smoke screen.


They were going to spin this story, reimagining it in their own favor. They’d already laid the foundation with the cops, painting Rick as a troubled teenager with a serious drug problem when they’d come to question him the night before. Now they were going to use the media to seal the deal.


He nodded to Ed. ‘Let’s do this.’


‘Corey,’ a small voice all but whispered. ‘Wait.’


He turned to find Dianne standing in the living room archway, pale and shaking. ‘I ironed your pocket square.’ His brother Aaron’s wife crossed the foyer with remarkable grace, considering she was already drunk as hell at nine fifteen in the morning. Pasting on a too-bright smile, she tucked his pocket square into place, then smoothed his lapels. ‘You’ll be fine. We’ll bring Rick home. We’ll find him.’


He kissed her cheek gently, pity and love for her momentarily dulling the rage and hatred he harbored toward his brothers. Dianne hadn’t been the same since Liam died. Neither had Corey. He’d loved that boy like he was his own son.


None of them had been the same, but that didn’t give Aaron an excuse to kill a goddamn doctor or Rick an excuse to try to kidnap the prosecutor’s son.


‘We’ll find him,’ he echoed confidently because she needed to hear it. There had always been a fragility to Dianne, long before Liam had been diagnosed with a rare form of leukemia, but it had always been paired with a sweetness that made everyone feel compelled to take care of her. Everyone except Aaron, of course, who was as shitty a husband as he was a brother. Even before he’d killed the doctor, he’d been a drug-dealing, lying, thieving SOB, but Dianne didn’t know any of that. She’d only just learned that Aaron had been cheating on her for years with his personal assistant.


Liam’s death and Aaron’s betrayal had pushed her past her limit. She was no longer fragile. She was downright brittle. Rick’s idiocy might very well break her.


Corey wished he could tell her that he knew exactly where Rick was to ease her mind, but he couldn’t afford to. Especially given his plans for Rick. ‘You stay inside with Ed, okay? You don’t need to run that gauntlet again.’ She’d been staying with him to escape being pestered by reporters ever since Aaron’s asshole move last week.


Killing a damn pediatric oncologist, for God’s sake. In front of people. If Aaron had to do it, at least he could have been discreet. But Aaron was a dick, and now Corey was having to clean up his mess. Which was now doubled thanks to Rick.


Corey walked through the front door of his house, which he’d allowed the police to search during the night. It would take a week to clean the forensic fingerprinting dust from his walls, doors, and appliances. Because his brother Rick was a fucking idiot.


All his brothers were fucking idiots.


Rage bubbled up from his gut, nearly choking him, but he pushed it back. Now was not the time for rage. Now was the time for calm. Because if he was going to spin the hell out of Rick’s little fiasco, Corey needed to bring his A game.


He stopped at the edge of his front porch, counting heads. There were nearly two dozen people on his lawn. Half were reporters and the other half held cameras. They were here because he’d asked them to come. He’d promised them a statement regarding Rick.


He was going to give them one that would make headlines.


The two detectives who’d already questioned him waited behind the crowd of reporters. Corey figured the cops were watching him as much as they were looking for Rick. This performance was for them, too. He needed them firmly in his corner.


His gaze swept down the street, noting how many of his neighbors had come out to witness his humiliation.


Vultures, every last one of them. But they’d serve his purpose today.


He ran his hand over his shaved head awkwardly, projecting nerves that he didn’t feel. ‘Good morning,’ he said gravely. ‘My name is Corey Gates. Please let me read my statement without interruption.’ He didn’t expect the reporters to comply. It was all part of the game. ‘As I’m sure you’ve heard, my younger brother Rick attempted to kidnap the son of an ADA last night. He was, thankfully, unsuccessful. I’ve fully cooperated with the police, who’ve searched my home, turning it upside down. Rick is not here.’


‘Where is he?’ one of the reporters shouted.


Anticipating the interruption, Corey tightened his jaw for effect, delivering the lie with the emotion expected of the guardian of a boy gone wrong. ‘I don’t know where he is, which is one of the reasons I asked you to come. I’d like your viewing audience to help me locate my brother. I’ve raised Rick since my mother’s death, and, quite honestly, I’ve been at the end of my rope for a long time. Rick’s been troubled and . . .’ He cleared his throat, straightening his shoulders. ‘He’s gotten involved with drugs. I’ve tried to get him help, but I’ve failed. I’m not saying that the drugs excuse what he did last night, because nothing can excuse that. He did a terrible thing and needs to face the consequences.’


He swallowed hard, hoping the cameras caught his distress. ‘But he’s only sixteen. He’s out there somewhere, maybe alone and scared. He’s been depressed since our mother’s death, but I didn’t realize it had gotten so bad. Look, I’m not a child psychologist. I’m just a contractor. I run a home improvement business.’ He gestured to the truck that sat in his driveway. ‘Three Vets Renovation. I install drywall and toilets for a living.’


Which was true on paper, but he, Bobby, and Ed put minimal effort into actually renovating anything. Three Vets Renovation was merely a front, hiding their far more lucrative—and far less legit—business. On paper, they were stand-up citizens, but Three Vets existed solely to launder the monies they earned doing very dirty jobs for very powerful people.


This week their dirty job was to cause the death of Bella Butler, an actress who’d accused her director, Trevor Doyle, of rape. It was shaping up to be a blockbuster trial, one that would hurt Doyle’s career, even if the jury acquitted him—and these days, one could never be too sure how a jury would go.


So Doyle had hired them to get rid of Bella before the trial began. He’d wanted it to look like a car accident—low-key and completely untraceable back to him to keep the Feds from investigating him for witness tampering. Corey had come up with a better idea because Bella might survive a car accident. She wouldn’t survive what he’d planned.


As for diverting suspicion from their client, Corey, Bobby, and Ed had built a solid strategy for that as well, and Doyle had been very pleased. But none of it would be possible if the cops were following Corey’s every move as they had been, first with Aaron and now with Rick. Of all the weeks his brothers could pick to colossally fuck up, this week was the worst.


Doyle’s trial started in a few days, but Bella had been in hiding for weeks. They knew where she was, but she was surrounded by too much security to get to her. Their window of opportunity for eliminating her was very slim—the hour she’d be driving from her hideaway to New Orleans. Her security would still be impressive, but they had a plan for that, too. She’d be coming to the city sometime this week, so they had to throw the NOPD off their scent.


Which was why he was now begging strangers to help him find his brother. But, if everything went to plan, he’d also provide the police and the public an alternate villain to pursue, one they wouldn’t be able to resist.


Searching the crowd, Corey spread his hands imploringly. ‘I didn’t know anything about parenting. But then my mother died, and Rick became my responsibility. I was completely unprepared to raise a troubled teenager. I still am.’


It was working. The reporters’ expressions hadn’t cracked, but a few of the camera folks looked sympathetic.


‘If I could find Rick,’ Corey continued, ‘he could get the help he desperately needs. He’ll have to face the consequences of his actions, but hopefully he’ll emerge clean and sober. Please, if you see him, call the NOPD. I’m putting up a reward of ten thousand dollars for any tips that lead to his return. He’s not safe out there.’ He hesitated, bit his lip, then blurted, ‘I don’t think he’s just using drugs. I think he’s fallen in with a gang who will not have his best interests at heart. He’s only sixteen. He should have his whole life in front of him. If you’re afraid to call the cops, please call my personal cell phone at 504-555-1020.’


He figured his voice mail would be full within an hour with crackpots and true crime wannabes trying to cash in on the ten grand reward, but he would not be calling anyone back. Because none of them would know where Rick was.


Corey knew, of course. Rick was with Jace at Corey’s camp on the bayou, being guarded by Corey’s best friend, Bobby. The camp had been the only place Corey had been able to think to hide them last night after Jace’s frantic call for assistance. Corey had been rattled and angry, able to think only about the blow his brothers had struck to his business.


ADA Cardozo, for fuck’s sake. It just had to be ADA Cardozo. It had been bad enough when Aaron had landed the same prosecutor who was also prosecuting Trevor Doyle. Their client had been very displeased. But then Rick had to go and grab Cardozo’s kid? The ADA and the NOPD would be coming after anyone named Gates.


Which included Corey, unfortunately.


‘Where’s your youngest brother Jace?’ another reporter called out.


‘He’s with some friends.’ Luckily, no one knew that Jace had been driving the van. He’d managed to keep his ski mask on, unlike Rick, who was supposed to be the smart one. ‘Jace isn’t involved in any of this. Please respect his privacy. Now, if you’ll excuse—’


‘Mr. Gates!’ A redhead forced her way to the front of the crowd, her microphone extended. ‘Did Rick’s abduction attempt have anything to do with the fact that your older brother Aaron is in jail awaiting trial for the murder of Dr. Singh last week? Was Rick trying to use ADA Cardozo’s son to get Aaron out of jail?’


Of course he was, he wanted to snap. You’re as big an idiot as Rick is. But he said no such thing. The redhead was Noni Feldman and her news program was viewed by thousands.


So he shrugged sadly. ‘Who knows what was going through his mind? We’ve all been on edge since Aaron’s crime last week, but that doesn’t excuse Rick’s behavior, either. We’ve undergone a great deal of stress this year. Six months ago, we lost our nephew Liam to cancer, and he was only eight years old. His death sent Rick spiraling deeper into depression. Rick’s not a bad kid, but he’s not making good choices right now. Please, help me find him.’


Corey started to back away, knowing that they’d continue to pepper him with questions.


‘Mr. Gates!’ Noni called again. ‘You mentioned Rick was involved with a gang. Which one, and how do you know?’


Finally. This was the question he’d been waiting for, the major element of the spin.


Corey let his shoulders sag and hoped he looked as worried as he’d practiced in the mirror. ‘Sixth Day.’


That got everyone talking.


‘But Sixth Day isn’t operating anymore,’ a male reporter protested. ‘They collapsed four years ago.’


‘I didn’t know anything about Sixth Day until last night,’ Corey told the camera, with exhaustion that was not feigned. The tip that the NOPD believed Dewey Talley had been driving the van hadn’t been passed on to them until nearly dawn. But it had made all the difference. ‘I’d never even heard of them.’ More lies.


Corey knew Sixth Day very well. He knew Dewey Talley particularly well, because the man was Aaron’s partner. Prior to their partnership, Sixth Day had sold drugs to anyone from schoolkids to rich socialites. Over the last four years, Dewey and Aaron had grown the business into a boutique racket, no longer focusing on the schoolkids. Sixth Day’s clientele was now exclusively the rich and famous of New Orleans, the movers and shakers.


Well, it had been. With Aaron in jail and Dewey about to be set up for Rick’s crime, local high society would have to get their happy pills somewhere else. Corey had no desire to keep that business going.


‘But we found evidence that Rick was communicating with one of Sixth Day’s leaders—a guy named Dewey Talley.’ Gasps rippled through the gathered crowd. This was going better than he’d hoped. ‘After I read about what Sixth Day did in the past . . .’ He shuddered. ‘I’m terrified for my brother, as I’m sure you understand. I need to find him so that he can get the help he needs. Now, I really have to go. Thank you for your time.’


He turned around, conscious of the reporters’ shouts and the camera flashes.


‘Mr. Gates!’ Noni Feldman again. ‘Are you going to bail your brother Aaron out of jail?’


Corey turned slowly to face the cameras, allowing them to see his true reaction—disbelief and contempt. ‘No. I have no intention of bailing him out. He killed a man with his bare hands. That he was high at the time was no excuse.’ He shook his head. ‘And even if I wanted to, I don’t have that kind of money. His bail was set at two million dollars. Even ten percent of that for a bail bond is completely out of my reach. This house and Three Vets Renovation are all that I have.’


Which totally wasn’t true. His business doing dirty jobs for powerful people had enabled him to amass a fairly hefty bank account. Enough that he could pay Aaron’s bail. But Aaron’s betrayal was still way too fresh. Corey had always known that Aaron was a dick and a user, but he hadn’t expected Aaron to steal from his own family.


From me. From Dianne.


Corey was perfectly content to let Aaron rot in prison.


And when Aaron tried to draw on his own funds to bail himself out? He’d find he’d been cleaned out. By me.


He turned for his door once again, grinding his teeth when Noni Feldman’s voice rang out once more. ‘Your father did time for murder. Twelve years in Angola.’


Corey froze, his back to the crowd. The statement was true, of course, but every time he heard it spoken his gut turned to ice. He’d always despised Aaron, but the hatred he felt for his father eclipsed everything else.


‘Do you think having a convicted felon for a father influenced your brothers to commit felonies?’ she pushed. ‘Aaron killed Dr. Singh with his bare hands, just like your father killed his victim.’


Staring at his front door, Corey opened his mouth. Fuck you, bitch was on the tip of his tongue. His pulse pounded in his head, drowning out all other sounds. He wanted to kill Noni Feldman. Strangle her, just like his father had done to that stranger in a bar brawl when Corey had been only five years old. He remembered the reporters back then. Remembered the shame.


Remembered the ceaseless poverty after his father was no longer an earner.


He wanted to turn on the reporter and tell her to go to hell, but he spied Ed peeking from the side window next to the front door. Ed was shaking his head, his expression pinched.


Don’t react. Don’t fuck this up. Corey drew a breath, then another until the pounding in his head lessened and he could hear himself think again.


He’s dead. His father was dead and couldn’t cause him any more trouble, but his brothers had taken up the old man’s mantle, all right.


Focusing on each step, Corey climbed his porch stairs, ignoring the reporters’ incessant questions. Let them shout. He was done.


He closed the door and leaned against it, meeting Ed’s eyes. ‘Well? How’d I do?’


Ed’s nod was relieved, like he’d expected Corey to fall apart. ‘It was good. Let’s talk more once we’re on the road.’


Corey nodded. ‘I’m expecting those two detectives to knock any second. I don’t think they wanted me to share the info about Sixth Day, but they didn’t tell me not to. Go sit with Dianne in the living room and shut the door. Keep her occupied. I don’t want her listening.’


‘Sure thing.’ He disappeared into the living room, pulling the pocket door closed just as two sharp raps rattled his front door.


Corey opened the door to find the two detectives on his front porch, just as he’d expected. They were Detectives Clancy and Drysdale, but they were clearly playing Good Cop and Bad Cop, so that was how Corey thought of them.


Detective Bad Cop lifted his brows. ‘We didn’t expect you to divulge the gang connection, Mr. Gates.’ Because they didn’t want the public to know about Sixth Day, but it was what Corey most needed all of New Orleans to know.


Police phone lines would ring with residents demanding the police round up the gang and clean up the city. Public scrutiny—and police attention—would be on the drug dealers.


Not on me.


Corey widened his eyes in pretend dismay. ‘I’m sorry.’ He shook his head, dropping his gaze subserviently. ‘I didn’t think to hold it back. I was nervous and . . .’ He sighed wearily. ‘I was trying to be as transparent as possible. I’m sorry.’


The other detective nodded sympathetically. He was the good cop, Corey had learned during his interrogation on Rick’s whereabouts the evening before. ‘We understand, but you have to understand that you’ve likely made yourself a target. Sixth Day won’t like that you’ve put them back in the spotlight. They could retaliate.’


Corey opened his mouth, honestly a little stunned. ‘I didn’t think about that. But it doesn’t change anything. I want Rick back. Even if it’s dangerous for me.’


It wouldn’t be dangerous, of course, but he hadn’t thought about the threat to himself. He hoped this didn’t make the police follow him ‘for his own good.’


‘That’s noble, Mr. Gates,’ Good Cop said, still sympathetic. ‘But please don’t say any more to the press. They’ll aid with getting Rick’s photo out there and hopefully that will help us bring him in peacefully.’


Corey glanced up, drawing a pained breath. ‘That’s all I want. For him not to be hurt.’


Lie. He wanted Rick to hurt a lot. And he’d make sure the little bastard did before this day was over.


Detective Bad Cop looked like he wanted Rick to be hurt, too. ‘I assume you’ll be staying here?’


Corey had planned for this. Keep it cool. He grimaced. ‘I will be, but my sister-in-law is exhausted. She’s been staying here with me because the media was at her house, but now they’re here. She has a sister down in Houma. I’m planning to take her there later today. But for now, she wants to help us continue looking for Rick. I’ll keep my cell phone on and charged. I’ll call you the minute I either find him or hear from him. You said last night that the judge might be able to get him into rehab. Is that still possible?’


Detective Good Cop nodded. ‘It’s possible. It’ll be up to the DA on the case, but we’ll put in a good word.’


Which was utter bullshit, but Corey smiled gratefully. ‘Thank you.’


Good Cop smiled back. ‘I’m glad we found the burner phone that Rick left behind. We wouldn’t have thought to look at Sixth Day for this. They’ve been off our radar for four years.’


More bullshit. But Corey simply nodded.


Detective Bad Cop harrumphed grumpily. ‘I can’t believe your brother hid his burner and drugs in your mother’s funeral urn. That’s messed up, man.’


Rick hadn’t, of course. Corey had planted them there after Ed had walked him through how to configure one of their burners to look like Rick had been corresponding with drug dealers. The drugs had been Rick’s, though. Corey had found them in Rick’s bedroom. He’d known for a while that Rick was using, but if his brother wanted to poison his body, he wasn’t going to tell him no.


‘Like I said, he hasn’t been right in a long time.’


Bad Cop took a step forward. ‘We’re going to need to talk to Jace.’


Oh no. No, no, no. ‘He’s not here. I don’t want him drawn into this.’


‘It doesn’t matter what you want, Mr. Gates. We need to talk to him.’


‘He’s fifteen.’


Bad Cop scowled. ‘That’s old enough to—’


‘He’s special,’ Corey blurted out. ‘Cognitively challenged. He can’t read or write and is emotionally a child. I don’t want him dragged into this.’


Again, lies. Jace wasn’t cognitively challenged. He was just stupid. He’d been that way when Corey had taken custody and no amount of bribes or punishment had made his youngest brother any smarter, so Corey had given up. Jace was a lost cause.


‘We’ll bring in a specialist,’ Good Cop said soothingly. ‘We won’t upset him.’


‘He’s already upset,’ Corey said angrily. ‘That’s why I sent him to stay with a friend. All the reporters chasing us, yelling at us, asking questions? Police all over Aaron’s house? All the TV coverage? He was in a right state, Detective. So, no. I will give you access to Rick’s room and his things. But Jace is off-limits. I’ll have to insist on a warrant.’


Detective Good Cop lost his sunny disposition. ‘I thought you wanted to be cooperative, Mr. Gates.’


‘I do. I have been. But Jace is off-limits. I fucked up with Rick. I’m not repeating my mistakes with Jace.’ Untrue. Corey hadn’t fucked up at all. His brothers had been ruined when he’d gotten them, and they were too old to fix.


Liam had been his chance to raise a child the right way. Since Aaron had never been home, child rearing had fallen to Dianne and she’d leaned heavily on Corey. But now Liam was dead. And I can’t think about Liam right now, he thought as a wave of fresh grief hit him hard. Have to keep my wits. Have to make these assholes go away.


He held his breath, hoping the detectives would back down. If they didn’t, he’d make them work for a warrant. In that time, he’d school Jace on the proper responses. Jace was easily controlled. A couple of slaps, a few kicks, and a punch or two rendered him completely compliant. Corey could handle Jace.


‘We’ll get back to you,’ Bad Cop promised ominously. ‘Until then, do not leave town.’


Yada yada yada. ‘If I do, it’ll only be to Houma and back,’ he promised sincerely, then opened the door to show them out. ‘Have a good day, gentlemen.’


They left without another word and Corey closed the door, truly exhausted now. He tugged at his tie as Ed emerged, looking grim.


‘They don’t give up, do they?’ he asked.


‘No.’ Corey stuffed his tie in his suit coat pocket. ‘Let’s get out of here before they come back with more questions.’


Ed immediately started for the door, but Corey shook his head. ‘We can’t leave her here,’ he murmured.


Ed looked over his shoulder with a sigh. Dianne sat in Corey’s living room, clutching a photo of Liam to her chest. It was one of the pictures taken before the chemo had robbed the child of his hair and his vitality. He was grinning sweetly and it was Corey’s favorite photo because Liam looked just like Dianne.


‘Why can’t we leave her here?’ Ed whispered.


‘Because she’s my alibi for last night,’ Corey whispered back. ‘I left as soon as Jace called and she was asleep. I handed the boys off to Bobby, then hightailed it back here because I knew the cops would figure out who Rick was pretty damn quick.’ And they had. He’d made it back home with only thirty minutes to spare. He was damn lucky they hadn’t asked to touch the hood of his car because it would have still been warm to the touch. ‘I woke her up and made her believe she’d only nodded off for a moment, then started sobering her up. She told them what I told her to say, that she and I had been home the entire time. If the cops catch her when she’s totally drunk, she might tell them I had to wake her up. They’ll assume I was with Rick.’


The Gates brothers hadn’t had the best track record in the last week. If it came down to it, the cops would believe he’d lied about the alibi. Which he had. ‘She’ll spill everything.’


Ed sighed again. ‘So what do you want to do with her?’


‘Bring her to the camp.’


Ed’s eyes widened. ‘What the fuck?’ he hissed.


Corey pulled a bottle of Dianne’s sleeping pills from his pocket and tossed them to Ed. ‘We’ll fix some coffee for the road. Put some in hers and, combined with the vodka she’s been drinking all morning, she’ll be out like a light.’


‘And when she wakes up?’


‘We’ll keep her confined, keep her sedated.’ He shrugged uncomfortably. ‘Keep her drunk. Just until we deal with Rick. Like we planned.’


Ed gave him a reluctant nod. ‘Fine. But I wish you’d chosen a sober alibi.’


‘I did the best I could with what I had.’ He had, in fact, panicked, but he wasn’t going to admit that. ‘You make the coffee. I’ll sit with Dianne.’


Bayu des Allemands, Louisiana


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 25, 9:30 A.M.


Lying on the inflatable mattress on the floor of Corey’s fishing cabin, Jace closed his eyes, misery clogging his throat. They were in so much trouble. He and Rick had never been in so much trouble. Then again, they’d never done anything like what they’d done last night.


I did a crime. He hadn’t meant to. He hadn’t even known that was what Rick had planned, but he didn’t think the cops would believe him. Aaron had killed a man and Rick had tried to kidnap the prosecutor’s son. I was there. I drove the getaway van.


That makes me a criminal, too. Didn’t it? The cops were looking for Rick. And me. What am I gonna do?


Jace had called Corey for help after driving away from Cardozo’s house, expecting Corey’s fist—or worse. But that hadn’t happened. Yet. Instead, Corey had met them behind a deserted strip mall near their house, given them each a bottle of water, then silently handed them over to his best friend Bobby Landry, who’d taken the wheel of the minivan.


The next thing Jace had known, it was nearly dawn and he and Rick had been waking up here. In some kind of fishing cabin in the middle of nowhere. Corey had drugged them.


Jace wasn’t sure where to even start with that. His brother had drugged them and had taken their phones.


This felt . . . bad. Really bad.


Jace had no idea where they were. He’d never known this place existed. Neither had Rick. But it seemed like Corey spent a lot of time here with his friends, which would explain all the times Corey disappeared for days at a time, leaving him and Rick to fend for themselves.


The cabin was clean, at least. There was a living room big enough for a sofa, a chair, and the air mattress on which they lay. The kitchenette would have been fine to cook in if Corey had left them any food. There was a small bedroom and another ‘mystery’ room. A locked room.


The front door to the cabin was locked as well. They were not free to leave. And even if they could get out of the cabin, they couldn’t leave the camp. They were somewhere in the bayou, based on the view of the river from the front window.


This was a prison, complete with a scary guard because Bobby was still here. Not only Corey’s best friend, Bobby was his business partner. Along with Ed, they owned Three Vets Renovation, where Jace worked sometimes. They never let him do anything important. It wasn’t like he could read directions, but he could read a blueprint. Mostly he just did demolition work and simple framing. Rick was usually too busy with school to work, but Jace didn’t go to school anymore, so he had lots of free time.


Bobby joked and grinned a lot at work, but there’d always been something about the man that made Jace avoid him. The former cop was intimidating when they weren’t in trouble. Today . . .


Bobby had claimed that the enormous gun he carried in a chest holster was for shooting gators, but he’d had this sly look on his face that made Jace sick to his stomach.


Bobby just wasn’t right. So when Bobby had told him and Rick to stay put, they’d obeyed.


When Bobby had told them that the cops had already identified Rick, they’d believed him.


When Bobby had said it was inevitable that the cops would ID Jace, too, and that if the cops got their hands on them they’d go to prison for twenty years, Jace had felt tears prick his eyes, but he’d refused to let them fall. He couldn’t show any more weakness. Bobby was enjoying how scared he was.


‘When’s Corey coming back?’ Rick asked Bobby, who was lounging on the sofa, scrolling on his phone.


If we could get his phone, we could call for help. But who would they call? The cops would put them right in jail. For twenty years. So Jace kept his mouth shut.


Bobby smirked. ‘You that eager to get your ass handed to you, boy?’


Rick’s jaw bunched, but his hands trembled. ‘What’s he gonna do to us?’


‘Not sure yet. Don’t think he’s sure yet, either.’ Bobby glanced at his phone. ‘We got visitors. Dewey’s here.’


Jace felt a trickle of relief. The old man was their mechanic, fixing Corey’s construction trucks and just about everything else. And he’s nice to me. Maybe Dewey could get them out. ‘How do you know?’


Bobby went to Corey’s front door, ignoring his question. ‘You two stay put. Do not make me mad.’ He was gone then, closing the door behind him.


His whole body shaking, Rick went to the door and listened.


‘Rick,’ Jace hissed. ‘Do not make Bobby mad.’


‘I won’t. But I want to know what’s going on. Corey could kill us both and feed us to the gators and nobody would miss us.’


Jace was not thinking about those gators. Or that Corey might actually kill them. But he wasn’t sure that Rick was wrong. ‘Dianne would miss us,’ Jace said instead.


Rick snorted. ‘When she’s sober.’


Jace blew out a breath. That was fair. Dianne was drunk most of the time. ‘Can you hear anything?’


‘Nah. But Bobby and Dewey are talking about something. They’re definitely not having a friendly conversation, which just adds to how much this sucks.’ Rick returned to the air mattress and landed with a grunt. He eyed Jace sternly, his gaze wild and desperate. ‘Remember the story.’


‘I remember,’ Jace snapped. ‘You’ve only told me ten million times.’


‘Well, you’re not too smart. If you forget, he’ll kill us.’


Jace flinched. He wasn’t smart, and Corey might just kill them. But even he could remember Rick’s simple instruction—tell Corey it was all Rick’s idea.


Which was true, but Jace hadn’t known that yesterday. Rick had talked about Corey’s email and made it sound like Corey had sent them to grab that kid last night. Probably because he knew that was the only way to get Jace to cooperate.


But Jace hadn’t cooperated. He’d told the kid to run. Rick hadn’t said a single thing about that, and Jace had been waiting for him to. Maybe Rick hadn’t heard him. He had just been tased, after all.


‘I’ll remember.’ Jace stared up at the ceiling, wishing he’d never agreed to drive. Wishing everything was different. ‘Do you think Aaron woulda done it if he wasn’t in jail? Woulda taken us back, I mean?’


He and Rick had lived with Corey since Liam got sick, and it was hell. Corey used his fists whenever they pissed him off. Which was a lot. Aaron had never hit when they’d lived with him. Their oldest brother had said they could live with him and Dianne again, but then he went and got himself arrested. Now they were stuck with Corey again.


‘Yeah. I think he would have. That’s why I took the risk yesterday.’ Rick rolled over onto his side. His eyes were bloodshot and his whole body was shaking. He was sweating, too, like he had a fever. ‘Look, Jace, if Corey doesn’t literally kill us, he’s going to make us wish we were dead. And one beating ain’t gonna be the end of it. I’ve been beat enough. We need to run.’


The very thought made Jace excited, anxious, and terrified, all at once. ‘Where to?’


‘I don’t know. I have a little money put away back at home, in my room. We can take it and hit the road.’


Jace stared. ‘Number one, how do you plan to get away from here? Number two, the cops are looking for us, Rick. We leave here and we’ll end up in jail with Aaron.’


Rick scowled. ‘I can’t take living with Corey anymore. Plus, the cops won’t find us anyway, if we’re dead. If we stay here, we just might be.’


Jace sighed. ‘He’s not gonna kill us. He might beat us good, but I guess we’re kinda used to that.’


‘He might beat you,’ Rick said bitterly. ‘But he’ll kill me. He already thinks the wrong Gates died.’


Jace winced. Corey had said that. Several times since Liam died. Corey would say that God took the wrong kid. Why couldn’t it have been you? Usually ‘you’ referred to Rick, but every so often he’d say it to Jace. At first, Jace thought it was the grief. Corey had taken Liam’s death harder than anyone except for Dianne. Harder even than Aaron.


But the more time passed, the more Jace thought that Corey really meant it, that he wished the two of them weren’t alive, that he’d trade them for Liam if he could.


Maybe Rick wasn’t wrong. Especially after last night. Still, Jace tried to stay positive.


‘He wouldn’t beat you so much if you just did what he said. Or even if you just shut your mouth.’


Rick looked hurt, then angry, before he shut down completely. ‘Never mind.’


‘Hey.’ Jace squeezed Rick’s shoulder. ‘I didn’t mean to make you mad. You’ve only got a few years till you’re eighteen. You can go then.’


‘I’m not gonna leave you with him. I’m serious, Jace. Corey will kill us sooner or later.’


The door opened and Bobby stood in the doorway, blocking the sun. ‘Jace, Dewey’s gonna fix up Aaron’s boat so he can sell it, and he wants your help. Says you’re good with engines.’


It was true. Jace was good with engines. He helped Dewey sometimes, whenever the mechanic came to fix one of Corey’s construction trucks or one of the backhoes. It didn’t happen every day because Dewey had other jobs to do, but it was often enough that Jace had learned a lot about fixing stuff from the older man.


He lurched to his feet, eager to get out of the small room. ‘Sure!’ he said too brightly. ‘What about Rick?’


Bobby smiled, an evil sight that made goose bumps ripple over Jace’s skin. ‘Rick stays here with me. Go on, now.’


Bobby slammed the door behind him and Jace heard the click of the lock, reiterating that they really were prisoners here. But at least he was outside. He couldn’t run away, but he didn’t have to feel stifled, either.


And if he checked out possible escape routes, that would help, too.


‘Hey, kid.’ Dewey waved from down on the dock. He was older, maybe fifty or so. He looked . . . well, he looked like the homeless guys Jace had seen in the city. His T-shirt was dirty and a little torn, his jeans even dirtier. He had a bushy beard and his hair was long and scraggly, held back in a ponytail. But the man knew engines.


He was also the only person who actually gave a damn about Jace. Dianne tried, but when Liam got sick, she’d been too busy for him and Rick. And in the six months since Liam had died, she’d been too drunk. Rick was right about that.


But Dewey spent time with Jace. He taught him stuff. Dewey never treated him like he was too stupid to remember to breathe.


Maybe he could go live with Dewey. Jace wasn’t excited about running away with Rick. He’d seen the shows about what happened to teenage runaways.


Then it occurred to him that he had no idea where Dewey even lived. He’d always seen him at Corey’s construction business or at Aaron’s house.


‘Whatcha got, Dewey?’ Jace asked, stopping at the end of the dock. There were three boats tied up—Bobby’s, Aaron’s, and Dewey’s old jon boat. It had a smaller motor than the other two boats did. It also had oars. It was the kind of boat a fisherman would like.


Dianne had taken them fishing, before Liam got sick. Jace missed that life.


‘Aaron’s starter. I’ll show you how to fix it. I figured you’d be getting stir-crazy right about now.’


‘You don’t even know,’ Jace murmured.


‘C’mon, kid. I’ll take you to my little workshop and you can tell me about it.’ Dewey threw an arm around Jace’s shoulders and they started walking. ‘Why did you boys do it?’


Jace sighed. ‘I was just the driver. I didn’t even know that’s what Rick was doing until a few seconds before he did it. I guess Rick did it because he wanted Aaron to come home.’ Because as angry and unpredictable as Aaron had become after Liam died, he was still so much nicer than Corey. ‘Aaron . . . don’t beat us.’


Dewey made an understanding noise. ‘I know.’


They passed a second cabin, identical to Corey’s. ‘Whose is that?’


‘Aaron’s.’


‘And that?’ He pointed to a little shack that looked a breath away from falling down.


‘Where I sleep sometimes when I spend the night.’


‘Oh.’ They came to a fourth building, a little smaller than the two cabins. ‘Is this your workshop?’


‘Yeah. I bring things here to fix. It’s quiet. Kind of meditative.’


Jace had no idea what that meant, but he nodded anyway, then smiled once he’d followed Dewey through the door. There were two long tables covered with engine parts. It smelled intensely of motor oil. ‘I like this. Do you have a workshop where you live?’


Dewey seemed to still, then shook his head. ‘Nope. I live in a space not much better than that shack over there. A bit upriver.’ He shrugged out of his jacket and hung it on the wall, the movement causing the sleeve of his T-shirt to ride up, exposing his dragon tattoo.


‘Oh. I got one, too.’ Jace tugged his own sleeve up and angled his body to show off his tat, which looked pretty similar to Dewey’s, if he said so himself. Of course, the sketch he’d made from memory was much closer to Dewey’s, but the tattoo artist had been kind of drunk. So not exactly the same.


Dewey’s eyes widened. ‘Is that real? I mean, permanent?’


‘It is,’ Jace said proudly.


Dewey frowned. ‘Boy, you’re only fifteen. Who gave you a goddamn tattoo?’


Stung, Jace dropped his hand, letting his sleeve ride back down. ‘Some guy in the city. He didn’t ask for ID. I pass for eighteen all the time.’


‘I guess you do. You’re sure big enough. Here, let me see it again.’ Dewey whistled. ‘It’s just like mine. Why?’


Jace shrugged awkwardly. ‘I liked yours. You’re always nice to me, y’know? I just . . . well, I wanted it.’


Dewey’s eyes changed, softening. ‘Don’t let your brother see it if you don’t want an ass-whoopin’,’ he said gruffly, ‘but it’s real nice. Now, what d’you say we fix Aaron’s starter?’


‘Sounds good.’


Maybe if Jace was very helpful, Dewey would take them away. If Rick was right and Corey was planning to do more than just beat them, Dewey’s place—no matter how run-down it might be—would be a lot safer.
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The Quarter, New Orleans, Louisiana


TUESDAY, OCTOBER 25, 10:00 A.M.


THROAT TIGHT, val pressed the single-side earbud harder into her ear—as if the action could keep Elijah from hearing what he’d probably already seen online. He was sitting at the small table in the far corner of her office, wearing headphones over his ears, so there was no way he could hear or see what she was watching.


She and Elijah were waiting on Burke and Mr. Cardozo to deal with the contracts. Val was using the time to review the two viral videos— the doctor’s murder last week and last night’s abduction attempt.


Dr. Singh had been a slightly built man. Certainly no match for Aaron Gates’s bowling-ball-sized fists. Aaron was big and muscular and . . . strong. There was a look in his eyes that she’d seen before—cruel and sadistic. And triumphant as he’d been pulled away from the doctor’s lifeless body after he’d gotten what he’d wanted. The man was dead.


Aaron hadn’t disclosed why he’d beaten the doctor, but Val could make a guess. Aaron’s son Liam had recently died of leukemia and Dr. Singh was a pediatric oncologist. She’d have to find out if Singh had been one of Liam Gates’s doctors.


The audio was dominated by observers’ screams for Aaron to stop, but a woman could be heard chanting, ‘For Liam! For Liam!’


Aaron’s punches had fallen into a rhythm, a macabre accompaniment to the woman’s chanting. The woman had been identified as Sandra Springfield, who’d been Aaron’s personal assistant in his financial consulting business.


She’d also hidden the photos of Aaron with Dewey Talley. Val already knew how bad Dewey was. His Sixth Day gang had owned the drug trade in several parishes four years ago, selling their poison to anyone with the money to pay. Rich people, poor people. Even children Elijah’s age.


Val’s throat tightened. And they’d gotten rid of anyone who tried to stop them. Permanently.


That Aaron Gates had welcomed Dewey Talley into his home was telling. Even if they were only friends, Dewey was vile and anything he touched was tainted. So was Aaron Gates, based on the video she’d just forced herself to watch. Vile, tainted, and brutal.


That Aaron was a drug user was fairly certain. He’d been high on meth when he killed the doctor. That he was getting his meth from Dewey Talley—a known drug dealer—wasn’t a huge leap.


Which meant that Sixth Day—and Dewey Talley—were not truly gone. Not as she’d spent the last four years hoping. If Dewey Talley had been with Rick last night and they’d tried to abduct Elijah? That was significant. Dewey wouldn’t go to the trouble for a simple client. Probably not even for a friend. There had to be more to the relationship that they had to figure out.


But he’d told Elijah to run. That did not sound like the Dewey Talley she’d studied so obsessively. Again, more to figure out.


Val wanted to bring Dewey and Sixth Day down more than she wanted to breathe. But, at this moment, her duty was to Elijah, to keeping him safe. Which was why she was subjecting herself to the violence of this video. She knew a lot about Dewey Talley. Now she needed to understand everything about both Aaron Gates and his brother Rick. She needed to know who else might come for Elijah.


The press was speculating that the meth in Aaron’s system at the time of his arrest was the cause of his breakdown. But Aaron appeared somewhat coherent in the video, like he’d known what he was doing in that moment.


She knew that look, too.


That final look of triumph in the bastard’s eyes was nearly identical to the one that haunted her worst nightmares, the one that too often had her waking up shaking and clammy with sweat. With her dog at her side. Czar was a protection dog, but he always responded when she had the dream, climbing up into her bed and lying by her side until she stopped shaking.


She tabbed from the YouTube page to her desktop. Her wallpaper was a photo of Czar wearing a Santa Claus hat. She wished her dog were at her side right now, but he was at home. Probably barking at the neighbor’s cat, Mr. Boots.


Double-checking, she clicked on the link to the security cameras that had already been installed when she inherited her house. Sure enough, Czar was barking at the cat. Again. Mr. Boots made a game of taunting Czar, pawing at Val’s patio door when the dog was inside the house and prancing along the top of the eight-foot security fence when he was out back.


That cat had no idea how lucky it was that Czar was so well trained. He could crash through the glass and eat Mr. Boots in one bite but chose not to. Didn’t stop Czar from pretending, though.


The sight of Czar was the mental palate cleanser she’d needed. Drawing a breath, she returned to YouTube and clicked play on one of the many videos of Elijah’s attempted abduction taken by onlookers. The most complete version began a split second after Aunt Genie had tased Rick Gates.


Even though Val knew that Elijah had escaped, her pulse still raced as she watched the attempted abduction play out. Her lips curved when the boy pulled Rick’s ski mask off his face. Go, Elijah. You rock.


And then the driver ran around the van and paused in a moment of indecision, which must have been when he told Elijah to run. He then scooped Rick up in a fireman’s carry and his shirtsleeve rode up, exposing his dragon tattoo.


The same tattoo that marked Dewey Talley. The tattoo was no secret. Several of the photos she’d obtained of Dewey showed the tattoo. He’d never tried to hide it.


Except he should have tried last night, shouldn’t he? He’d worn a ski mask to hide his face. So why not wear a long-sleeved shirt to hide the tattoo that could so easily identify him?


More questions that needed answers.


She paused the video, staring at the masked driver, whose biceps strained against his short-sleeved T-shirt as he lifted the man who’d tried to take Elijah Cardozo. Hatred pulsed in her mind and, for a moment, she left it alone to throb. To consume.


Dewey Talley, second-in-command of Sixth Day. Now likely first-in-command because the old leader was gone. Not dead. Just gone. For life. Without parole.


She needed to remember their brutality.


As if she could ever forget.


That was the thing about trauma and loss. One might push the memories into a box and lock them away somewhere in the recesses of the mind, but they were never truly gone. They lingered, lurking until triggered to reappear.


But this isn’t about me. She fixed her gaze on Elijah. He’s what’s important right now.


She hit play and watched as the van sped away. Leaving Elijah and his aunt Genie safe.


She restarted the video, watching the driver. Damn. If he really was Dewey Talley, the man was in good shape for his age. Rick Gates was smaller than the driver, but Rick was still at least five-nine. Maybe one-sixty.


Dewey Talley had been in his early fifties four years ago. The photos she’d seen back then had shown a beefy middle-aged man with a bit of a beer gut. The more recent photo, the one recovered from Sandra Springfield’s thumb drive, showed him to be leaner. More muscular. It was difficult to tell from the newer photos if he was as muscular as the driver, though. The clothes he wore in Sandra’s photos were loose-fitting, his sleeves long, the angle not the best for seeing details. But there were enough similarities for Val not to completely rule him out.


If he was the driver, he’d clearly been working out during the time he’d gone under.


Good to know. Especially if he came after Elijah and she had to take him down.


The driver was a big man. Big and muscular. Her blood chilled as much older memories swirled to the top of her mind. Like always, she shoved them away.


It was with a swell of relief that she heard the footsteps approach her office door. Val never used earbuds in both ears. She wasn’t willing to be unaware of her surroundings at any time, even though here, in Burke’s office, she was safe.


Once a person had been sneaked up on . . . Well, Val didn’t know how other people handled it, but she’d found solace in control.


She looked up and waved Molly Sutton into her office, smiling as her friend sat on the corner of Val’s desk. Molly was Burke’s second-in-command. A former cop, she mostly investigated cases, providing security when Burke was low on bodyguards. She was kind but had a spine of steel.


She was also one of Val’s dearest friends.


‘Hey, you,’ Val said quietly.


‘Hey, yourself, stranger.’ Molly glanced at Elijah, who still sat at Val’s little table, then pointed to her screen and whispered, ‘Brave little boy.’


‘He is,’ Val whispered back. He was immersed in whatever he was watching on his tablet, or at least he pretended to be. He still wore his headphones, but the kid was smart enough—and curious enough—to figure out a way to eavesdrop without an ounce of shame. ‘He reminds me of myself when I was that age.’


‘You had Harry Potter glasses?’ Molly teased.


‘I had Velma from Scooby-Doo glasses,’ Val corrected. ‘Velma was the coolest of the Scooby gang.’
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